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The aftermath of the 25-day tour of Europe last month by Colombia's government negotiators and
leftist rebels increased hopes for the peace progress. All sides warn, however, that many obstacles
remain, one of the major ones being the paramilitary groups. Norwegian diplomat Jan Egeland,
special envoy to UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, said the European tour may be a watershed
event in Colombia's conflict.
Among other things, it reduced doubts about the intentions of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias
de Colombia (FARC), which some had accused of negotiating only to buy time to grow stronger.
"It was a breakthrough in two specific areas," said Egeland. "The confidence between the parties...
[and] that they went from not having much trust in international facilitation to now welcoming
international assistance and facilitation."
On March 10, government and FARC negotiators agreed to public hearings, beginning April 9,
on the kind of economic system the country should establish. There will be six months of talks on
specific economic and social issues. Subsequent six-month periods of talks will examine human
rights, the role of security forces, and other issues before discussions begin on a possible cease-
fire. "The FARC has created a lot of hope nationally and internationally regarding its willingness to
seek peace," said political scientist Ernesto Borda Medina from Bogota's Javeriana University. "The
process isn't irreversible, but it would be very hard to scrap the talks now."
Paramilitaries offer concessions
Another player in the conflict the ultraright death squads, Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC)
pledged to scale back attacks on the guerrillas and their sympathizers in an effort to gain inclusion
in the peace talks. The AUC also offered to pull out of an area of northern Bolivar department to
allow the government to begin talks with the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN). The ELN has
insisted on a full withdrawal of government and paramilitary forces from three municipalities as a
condition for the talks.
Failure to agree on a demilitarization plan has delayed the negotiations. "We have decided to
substantially reduce the intensity of our offensive actions against the guerrillas across the whole
country," read the AUC's letter to President Andres Pastrana. "It will be difficult to carry out a
valid process of national reconciliation while a decisive actor in the conflict is excluded from the
current negotiations as is our case." But Colombia's peace commissioner Victor Ricardo said he was
surprised by the AUC's announcement, adding that the AUC was not in the area it claimed to be
leaving.
The AUC's offer was the latest attempt by AUC chief Carlos Castano to alter his image and gain
political recognition. But it came after a month-long wave of massacres in Bolivar and Sucre
departments in northern Colombia in which the paramilitary gangs killed more than 60 campesinos.
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Any plan to include the paramilitaries in peace talks is highly controversial. Both Colombian
Attorney General Jaime Bernal and leading industrialist Andres Obregon have called for the death
squads to be included, since they are a major factor in the violence. But the FARC has rejected
suggestions that the talks include the paramilitary groups.
"The genocide unleashed by the Colombian state using its paramilitary army makes it difficult
for us to trust the government's good faith in peace talks with the FARC," FARC commander
Raul Reyes said on March 15 in an interview published by rebel news agency ANNCOL. "If the
paramilitary policy continues growing it could lead to an end in the talks that we have undertaken
with Pastrana."
Pastrana pledges to crack down on paramilitaries
Following the latest paramilitary massacres, Pastrana again pledged to dismantle the groups and jail
their leaders. "Their macabre passage through parts of the country, bathing the ground with blood,
has to end," said Pastrana. On March 15, the president called on the military to intensify the fight
against all illegal organizations, especially the paramilitary groups. "We must redouble the fight
against all manifestations of violence and in particular against the self-defense groups, because this
is another way to show that our armed forces are transparent, honest, and at the service of peace,"
he said.
Despite Pastrana's vows to stamp out the death squads, little has been done to bring that about, and
paramilitary operations across northern Colombia have gone unchecked. In recent reports, both
Washington-based Human Rights Watch (HRW) and the US State Department accused the Pastrana
administration of not doing enough to crack down on the right- wing death squads. HRW said it
had evidence that as many as half the army's brigades covertly sponsor paramilitary groups in their
"dirty war" against guerrillas and their civilian supporters.
Human rights groups blame army-backed death squads and the military for some 70% of human
rights violations and the guerrillas for the remaining 30%. And a new report from the Colombian
government ombud's office blames paramilitary death squads for the executions of 902 people in 155
"massacres" last year.
The human rights groups' warning about the links between the military and the paramilitary
groups comes amid the debate in the US Congress on the request from President Bill Clinton's
administration for a two-year, $1.7 billion mostly military aid package for Colombia. The US
Congress has called for more efforts to curb the death squads.
Colombian Vice President Gustavo Bell said on March 8 in Washington that at least seven top
military commanders have been dismissed for collaborating with paramilitary groups. Bell said
his government has never denied the existence of military-paramilitary links. "We are taking all
measures to curb these ties," he said. But the military has allowed a stream of officers and soldiers
linked to human rights crimes to flee army bases where they were detained, thus avoiding criminal
trials, said Prosecutor General Alfonso Mendez Gomez. "We push ahead in investigations, we
gather proof under very difficult conditions, then the state lets them escape," Gomez Mendez said.
"It is very discouraging."
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At least 40 detained officers and soldiers have fled military bases in the past 18 months, Gomez
Mendez said. The details of the escapes contradict the claims by Colombian officials of a dramatic
improvement in the army's human rights record. The military's report on human rights abuses
blames the guerrillas for more than 86% of the violations during the last five years compared to 13%
by the paramilitary forces and only 2% by the military.
Pastrana's Plan Colombia questioned
Meanwhile, Pastrana's plan for fighting drugs and fomenting development, which depends heavily
on the US aid package, will create more problems than solutions, say experts from nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) that work on human rights, environmental, and drug-trafficking issues.
The Pastrana government calls Plan Colombia "an integral strategy" for strengthening the fight
against drug- trafficking, ending the related violence, and promoting human rights and economic
development.
But the NGOs say the plan does not attack the drug trade problem at its roots, as the government
claims, and instead will intensify the internal conflict, resulting in thousands more displaced
persons, continued human rights violations, and worse environmental damage.
Ricardo Vargas, director of Andean Action, a group that studies the impact of the region's drug
trade, said the plan's heavy military component would increase the armed conflicts in southern
Colombia. And he said the US assistance will not solve the drug problem because it does not
attack the drug trade's primary support: the drug cartels' funding of the campesinos who grow the
illegal crops. The planned anti-narcotics battalions, to be trained by the US, would be most active
in southern Colombia, especially in Putumayo department. Putumayo is a strategic area for the
guerrillas and would be defended to the death, said Vargas.
The Colombian government would be powerless to protect the civilians in the area, who would be
caught in the middle. Also warning about the negative effects of Plan Colombia was Alberto Yepez
of the Medellin-based environmental group Corporacion Region. He said additional programs
to eradicate illicit crops using herbicides would cause "serious environmental devastation of the
Colombian Amazon region."
The FARC also questioned Pastrana's Plan Colombia after its leaders met with government National
Planning Department head Mauricio Cardenas and special presidential advisor Jaime Ruiz.
"We need greater clarity about the objectives of Plan Colombia," said Reyes. "At the moment,
it seems to mean more war, more confrontation, and more intervention in Colombia's internal
affairs." [Sources: Associated Press, 03/08/00; Inter Press Service, 03/09/00; The New York Times,
03/12/00; The Miami Herald, 03/09/00, 03/14/00, 03/18/00; Reuters, 03/09/00, 03/12/00, 03/15/00,
03/19/00; Notimex, 03/17/00, 03/19/00; Spanish news service EFE, 03/14/00, 03/19/00, 03/20/00]
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